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Editorial: Intensive modes of teaching, past, present, and future Editorial: Intensive modes of teaching, past, present, and future 

Abstract Abstract 
A recent overview and brief history of intensive modes of learning and teaching in higher education is 
presented, with implications for the design, application, impact, governance, and regulation of intensive 
mode teaching and learning. Previously limited to particular levels of study, or locations in the academic 
year, intensive modes as new forms of system-wide curriculum and organisation challenge the 
isomorphism of traditional, symmetrised organisations, while also being able to expand or complement 
conventional higher education. However, in whole-of-institution intensive mode settings, the importance 
of systematic awareness and application in adopting and sustaining intensive modes is highlighted, 
including the need to consider various process variables and pedagogic factors that may impact student 
learning. Prior research into correlations between these process dimension variables and learning gains 
offers some insights into the high-impact educational practices that are most likely to improve the quality 
of student learning outcomes − whether in intensive mode or otherwise. Systemic change requires careful 
planning, faculty development, and evolving assessment methodologies to ensure the success of 
intensive mode teaching and learning. Further research in areas such as change management, 
economics, graduate capabilities, pedagogies, wellness, equity, lifelong learning, and institutional 
responses would build a more robust evidence base for intensive modes of learning and teaching. 

Practitioner Notes Practitioner Notes 

1. In their modern forms, intensive modes of teaching offer challenges and opportunities for 

improving student learning outcomes. 

2. Intensive modes operate within complex institutional systems that have a number of 

internal and external forces acting upon them. 

3. Ensuring that intensive modes remain dynamic and contextualised to local environments 

optimises outcomes. 

4. Process dimension variables are particularly important, ideally adopted through 

systematic and systemic incorporation. 

5. Intensive modes are imagined and enacted in a number of ways, and further research and 

cross-institutional studies on intensive modes are encouraged. 
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Introduction 

Learning from our past experiences, extrapolating knowledge, and theorising from it are typical of 

the academic endeavour and, in the case of this special edition, critical to progress our collective 

understandings related to intensive study modes. To date, there have been many publications 

and some dedicated conferences on various intensive modes of study. The aim of this Special 

Issue is to capture the zeitgeist associated with intensive modes of learning and teaching from 

practitioners and researchers with current experience of working in the field and to further promote 

conversation and advances regarding its design, application, impact, governance, and regulation, 

among other things. 

This Special Issue presents a critical scholarly collection from the UK, the USA, and Australia. 

Intensive learning and teaching highlighted in the papers has a long history (Heist & Taylor, 1979) 

and has more recently gained significant interest in Australia (Goode et al., 2023; Kwan et al., 

2022; Male, 2018; McCluskey et al., 2020), the UK (Buck & Tyrrell, 2022; Turner et al., 2021), 

Ethiopia (Sewagegn & Diale, 2021), and other parts of the world. 

We invited contributions to seek diverse ideas and contradictory views to collectively progress our 

common interest in intensive modes of learning and teaching. As is customary, the manuscripts 

were assessed in a double-anonymised review process, and 10 papers from 19 submissions were 

selected for this Special Issue. Our different research profiles, learning and teaching experiences, 

and institutional leadership positions influenced and shaped this Special Issue. As Guest Editors 

of this Special Issue, we have enjoyed the challenge of bringing together a collection of articles 

that demonstrate the depth and breadth of ideas on issues related to intensive modes of learning 

and teaching. 

Despite their varying approaches, our authors were clearly passionate about their work and keen 

to share their research and insights with the higher education community at large. They share 

case studies from their specific contexts, featuring critical areas such as assessment, 

engagement, international students, professional learning, work-integrated learning, and 

wellbeing. Although the papers are context specific, the findings are transferrable, relevant to the 

practitioner, and important to advance related understandings. 

Background 

Intensive modes of learning and teaching are 

variously described in the literature to include terms 

such as accelerated, block, immersive, and 

compressed. Various short-form courses of learning 

and teaching have emerged in higher education in 

response to students and organisations looking to 

provide courses of study that for whatever reason do 

not fit within a traditional semester calendar. 

Reasons cited for their application include, inter alia, 

flexibility to accommodate other demands, such as 

work, acceleration or remediation of learning, 
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immersion on a topic in a concentrated way, simulation of work-based practice, accessibility, and 

overall time and cost savings. 

The catalyst for this invited Special Issue was the HERDSA Guide (Samarawickrema et al., 2022) 

Designing Learning for Intensive Modes of Study, a review of which appears in this Special Issue. 

The guide shared good practice and provided examples of several intensive modes practised in 

Australia. Although practised in various forms and jurisdictions over several decades, 

contemporary interest in intensive modes of learning and teaching, especially in post-compulsory 

higher education, was enlivened following the implementation in Victoria University, Australia, of 

the Block Model in 2018 (characterised by sequential, one subject at a time, 4-week “blocks” of 

learning, teaching, and embedded assessment) and the subsequent reporting of its impact in 

local, national, and international media, attracting ongoing interest from around the world. 

Coupled with this and following on from the practice-based approach of the guide and the 

development of block-like intensive curricula and their organisation at other institutions, this 

Special Issue offers evidence-based recommendations based on diverse examples of practice in 

the sector. 

Currently, most higher education systems follow similar patterns of organisation, and the majority 

of provision is built around the arranging of curricula into two semesters, typically with 13 weeks 

of teaching followed by summative assessment, with each semester timetabled either side of a 

long summer break. Within each semester, students often study four subjects concurrently and, 

with a few exceptions (increasingly, some institutions have moved to a trimester system), this 

“13x4” format prevails. The semester structure is, in the parlance of disruptive innovation 

(Christensen et al., 2015), a “sustaining innovation”, and sustaining innovations are, culturally, 

very resistant to change. An isomorphic culture of traditional practices is evidenced across many 

institutions in the continued reliance on the semester system, content-heavy curricula, summative 

examination, lectures, and so on. Moreover, the tendency to rely on atheoretical approaches to 

teaching and learning in higher education, coupled with tradition, mean that much of what 

happens in universities when it comes to learning and teaching is based on custom and practice, 

sometimes decades, if not centuries, old. 

Institutional Change 

The Victoria University, Australia, example is one where an intensive mode is applied at the 

whole-of-institutional level. Once the principal domain of postgraduate and “summer school” 

offerings, a few higher education providers are adopting intensive mode as their primary calendar 

architecture. Since 2018, Victoria University has established block teaching across all of its 

undergraduate and postgraduate courses, making it the largest higher education provider of block 

teaching and learning anywhere in the world. However, it was not the first institution to adopt such 

a model. Scio College, USA, adopted a one-subject-at-a-time model between 1868 and 1867, 

and there is evidence of experiments in intensive mode learning and teaching in the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries (Carter, 2002; Scott & Conrad, 1992). 

One of the earliest system-wide institution examples in more recent times is from Colorado 

College, USA (Scott & Conrad, 1992). Beginning in 1969–1970 and described as the Block Plan, 

Colorado College has since published a film on its history (Hayward, 2020), wherein the impetus 
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for the idea of doing one subject at a time was credited to Peter Drucker’s (1966) writings on time 

management and organisation. Other US colleges followed, including Cornell College in 1978 

and the University of Montana Western in 2005. Konjarski et al. (2023) provide a useful 

comparison of the block institutions above, suggesting that “the adoption of a plan as radical as 

the Block forces an institution to question every part of its operation” (p. 9). In 2007, Quest 

University, Canada, opened. Quest operated until 2023 entirely under its own block plan, with a 

campus infrastructure designed specifically to support block learning and teaching and a 

curriculum that involved students developing and then focusing on a personalised question rather 

than traditional majors. 

In 2020–2021 Southern Cross University, Australia, piloted its version of intensive mode curricula 

and organisation, adopting a 6x6 model, whereby subjects are organised into 6-week “terms” with 

students typically studying two subjects per term (Roche et al., 2022, and as further discussed in 

this Special Issue). At the time of writing, Randolph College, USA, is moving to 7-week blocks, 

and to date, there are also a number of UK universities moving to the block model, including De 

Montfort University, England (De Montfort University, 2022), the University of Suffolk, England 

(Buck & Tyrrell, 2022), and the University of Plymouth, England. Other institutions have satellite 

campuses that are or will be operating a block model such as Nottingham Trent University, 

England (at Mansfield), and the University of Portsmouth, England (at London). It is assumed that 

several other institutions across a number of jurisdictions are either contemplating moving to or 

are already teaching in intensive modes, but these are not widely publicised or visible. As 

described in the guide, there is a growing corpus of materials and experience available on 

intensive modes of learning. Victoria University, Australia, established a number of principles to 

guide the development of the Victoria University Block Model – principles, it is argued, that have 

a sound underpinning in educational theory and practice, especially when viewed through a 

systems theory lens, as briefly discussed as follows. 

Systems Thinking 

By viewing educational institutions, processes, and learning environments as complex systems, 

educators and administrators can gain deeper insights into the intricate relationships and 

interactions that shape the educational experience. This perspective allows for a holistic analysis 

of the interconnected components within institutions, such as curriculum, teaching methods, 

student dynamics, and institutional policies. Graham Gibbs (2010, 2012) reviewed and 

summarised various multivariate research studies of the vast amounts of data available that report 

on the quality dimensions that can be used to compare different educational settings and their 

impact on the quality of student learning. In doing so, he, like Lodge and Ashford-Rowe in this 

Special Issue, appropriated John Biggs’s “3P” model (Biggs, 1993) of “presage”, “process”, and 

“product” (similarly, input-process-output) to categorise and qualify the variables that are most 

likely to have an impact on student learning outcomes and educational gain. Unsurprisingly, 

process variables were deemed most critical: 

What best predicts educational gain is measures of educational process: what institutions 

do with their resources to make the most of whatever students they have. The process 

variables that best predict gains are not to do with the facilities themselves, or to do with 
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student satisfaction with these facilities, but concern a small range of fairly well-understood 

pedagogical practices that engender student engagement. (Gibbs, 2010, p. 5) 

A summary of these input, process, and output variables described by Gibbs (2010) and their 

relative impact on educational gain is presented in Table 1 (Solomonides, 2017). 

Table 1 

Predictors of Educational Gain 

Do not predict how much students learn Do predict how much students learn 

Selectivity (predicts performance, effort, etc., not 
learning gain or engagement). 

Research performance. 

Reputation (predicts selectivity, funding, 
research, and employability but not gain). 

Peer ratings of teaching (tend to reflect 
reputation). 

Class contact hours (there is no correlation 
between CCH and learning gain). 

Student satisfaction (e.g., can be negatively 
correlated with effort expected). 

Student effort and their sophistication as learners 
(spending time on the right things). 

Smaller cohort and class sizes. 

Who does the teaching (e.g., full-time educators, 
not part-time or PhD students). 

Timely and impactful feedback (must feed 
forward). 

Close contact with teachers (e.g., how much oral 
feedback received). 

Collaborative and active learning. 

Clear, high, and consistent expectations. 

As Lodge and Ashford-Rowe describe in the Commentary to this Special Issue, there is often, 

in policy, regulation, and funding, an overemphasis on the inputs and outputs of higher education 

(typically those variables in the left column of Table 1) at the expense of process variables 

(typically those variables in the right column of Table 1). These process variables and predictors 

of educational gain, along with other key findings on high-impact teaching and organisational 

practices (e.g., Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Kuh, 2008; Smith & Baik, 2001; Thomas, 2012; 

Trowler, 2010), heavily informed the principles underpinning the Victoria University Block Model 

and can be seen to have influenced several of the innovations described in this Special Issue. As 

such, these knowledges are increasingly being built into the principles of learning and teaching 

adopted in organisation and practice and especially so for those developing courses in intensive 

mode. 

However, it may also be argued that many of the foci for improving student success have leant 

toward the maintenance of student-focused hygiene factors that are typically bundled under terms 

such as “student engagement” or “sense of belonging”. Although these phenomena are and 

remain key ingredients to promote student satisfaction and retention (see, e.g., Crawford et al., 

2023; Nugent et al., 2019), they risk remaining incidental unless they are part of a wider and 

sustained systemic approach that touches every aspect of institutional practice geared toward 

maximising the quality of student learning outcomes. Biggs (1999) makes a similar point: 

Learning outcomes are determined by a whole complex of factors … All these factors 

affect each other, forming an interactive system (Biggs, 1993b). Any system, such as an 
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eco-system has to be understood as a whole. Components have to be considered as they 

affect each other, not as acting separately or additively. (Biggs, 1999, p. 61) 

… there is maximum consistency throughout the system. … All components in the system 

address the same agenda and support each other. The students are “entrapped” in this 

web of consistency, optimising the likelihood that they will engage the appropriate learning 

activities. (Biggs, 1999, p. 64) 

Therefore, to achieve maximum impact, the incorporation of these process dimensions is 

dependent on a wide range of institutional practices, processes, and culture, requiring systematic 

and systemic adoption if they are to be truly embedded. This in turn raises concerns about how 

best to manage and drive institutional change, especially when considering intensive mode as 

the primary teaching and learning approach and calendar architecture. A great deal is known 

about, for example, high-impact teaching practices. What is less well known is how best to drive 

institutional change for the incorporation of these and other system variables. As we state below, 

this is an area that deserves further investigation and examples of best practice in the literature. 

With an increasing number of institutions adopting intensive modes of learning and teaching, 

either in part or in whole, there is a growing opportunity and urgency for such research to take 

place. 

The Special Issue and Future Studies 

The articles in this Special Issue provide a series of case studies on intensive modes of learning 

and teaching arising from innovations in the area over the last decade. Consistent with the need 

to provide timely stakeholder-relevant improvements, these papers are mostly institution-specific 

and are examples of the timely capturing of unfolding innovations. They draw data from 

stakeholders and are responses to inform iterative improvements. Several authors investigate the 

stresses, the distresses, and the successes of the struggle when transitioning to intensive study 

modes. The first six articles in this issue focus on intensive approaches responding to challenges 

to engage and capture students in learning. The kernel of learning commences with a sense of 

belonging of a student within their institution and career. The notion of belonging is critical in 

enhancing students’ ability to learn. Long and McLaren sensitively explore this in a context of 

marginalised students. A common lever to engage students in learning is meaningful assessment. 

Both students and staff need confidence in the effectiveness of assessment regimes. Braga, 

Ortiz-Granero, and Buck examine similarities and differences that both parties bring to the 

assessment of learning. A fraught area to engage students in learning is collaborative group work. 

Newell and van Antwerpen investigate this challenge through a more recent lens of students as 

partners. In contrast, work-integrated learning, a well-established practice to engage students in 

learning, is surveyed by Winchester-Seeto, Ferns, Lucas, Piggott, and Rowe to identify its 

advantages and complications within an intensive mode of study. Though these are all attempts 

to understand engagement strategies within an intensive learning environment, Dempsey-Willis 

and Braga explore student engagement more broadly. Goode, Roche, Wilson, Zhang, and 

McKenzie focus on a specific cohort, international students, a vulnerable group warranting 

special attention when learning intensively in a foreign country. Academics’ perspectives of 

transitioning to teaching intensively are key to effectively engage students in their learning. 

Turner, Cotton, Danvers, Morrison, and Kneale explore academics’ responses. 
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Since little was known within the institutional context about intensive modes of teaching, 

Samarawickrema, Cleary, and Gauci investigate how professional learning staff develop their 

own capabilities to then provide credible, contextualised staff development for their academic 

colleagues. Additionally, support services have collaborated to provide integrated capacity 

building that extends beyond an individual service. This partnering is described by Baker, 

Christopher, and Noah as their institution temporarily transitioned to intensive study during 

COVID-19. The final article in this Special Issue by Roche, Wilson, and Goode examines 

aligning whole-of-institution resources and focuses on policies, processes, and infrastructures. 

Although the papers in this Special Issue are significant contributions to the field, we note that 

additional large-scale cross-institutional studies are needed to build on Australian cross-

institutional studies (Crispin et al., 2016; Male, 2018; Male et al., 2020). Additionally, while a few 

institutional studies are emerging (Cleary et al., 2023), we ask, have we so far been researching 

and measuring what is easy to research and measure? Although there is a growth in 

investigations on intensive modes of study, we recognise the need for further evidence-based 

research on many fronts, examples of which are summarised in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Opportunities for Further Research and Enquiry 

Focus area Examples 

Change management What lessons have we learned about change management to achieve 

stakeholder support and realign institutional policies and procedures? What 

is the role of key professional, statutory, regulatory, or other stakeholders, 

and how are connections with these bodies fostered and maintained? 

Economics What are the economics and efficiencies of various models of intensive 

offers? How can institutional structures efficiently favour and support 

intensive learning? 

Capabilities How are graduate capabilities fostered in intensive modes of study? To what 

extent are graduates contributing to solving problems for people, responding 

to national or global issues, such as climate change? How does intensive 

mode learning and teaching prepare students to take leadership positions, 

be entrepreneurial, and to adapt to changing demands? How can intensive 

modes be better exploited to find improved ways of driving partnerships 

between the university sector and the industry sector? To what extent do 

intensive course structures give students the skills and the scope to be job 

ready? 

Disciplines Are there discipline areas that lend themselves to intensive modes of study? 

For example, Murray et al. (2020) argue that teaching filmmaking in intensive 

mode approximates the intensity and urgency of the discipline. Nevertheless, 

the debate continues about teaching content-heavy disciplines with 

professional bodies (e.g., law, engineering) and survey-type disciplines such 

as arts, literature, and other creative subjects that call for new ways of doing 
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and thinking. What evidence is available to guide current debate on this 

topic? 

Pedagogies What are the empowering pedagogies for learning in intensive modes? What 

is the relationship between learning and study duration? 

Wellness What strategies are recommended for managing the wellbeing of both 

students and educators? 

Connections How do small classes and social learning influence sustainable connections 

in intensive learning? What impact does this have on sense of belonging and 

community or networking post-graduation? How can intensive models be 

thoughtfully designed to gain greater participation from Indigenous students, 

systematically marginalised students, or other equity groups? 

Lifelong learning How and to what extent do intensive modes contribute to continuing 

professional development and lifelong learning? 

Institutional research What longitudinal studies are in the pipeline? A critical investigation of the 

lived experiences of educators and students would make a useful 

contribution to all institutions engaged in intensive delivery. Smaller scale 

research projects can inform enhancement of learning and teaching and 

should be encouraged, but how is this cumulative knowledge taken further? 

We acknowledge that despite its long history, our knowledge of intensive modes of learning and 

teaching is immature and evolving. This Special Issue is one effort at building and encouraging a 

research base in the area, thus adding to its credibility. Our call is for an evidence base of long-

term studies to establish and critique cause and effect and to further examine the contextual 

variables that maximise success in intensive teaching and learning. 

Intensive modes of learning and teaching expand and complement what conventional higher 

education can offer. The future of intensive modes in higher education is promising. The 

contributions in this Special Issue highlight the need for careful planning, continuous evaluation, 

and a commitment to quality. Institutions should invest in faculty development to ensure educators 

are well equipped to deliver dynamic and engaging intensive courses. Simultaneously, they must 

embrace evolving assessment methodologies that accurately gauge students’ comprehension 

and critical thinking abilities within the confines of an accelerated time frame. 

We hope the papers in this Special Issue are of interest to practitioners and researchers alike. 

Our aim is to promote discussion and reflective critique in this evolving multidimensional space to 

gain a broader understanding of the potentials and pitfalls, and to inform future strategic plans. 

We thank the authors of the articles, reviewers who generously shared their insights, 

perspectives, and time, and the editorial team for their guidance. We are grateful for the 

contributions of all. 
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